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The Holocaust was of course much more than just another demographic shock in the history of the Jewish Diaspora. Nevertheless, from a broad demographic perspective, the decisive episode in the return to Israel was not the Holocaust but the mass migration that preceded it.
In 1870 around two-thirds of the world's Jews lived in Eastern Europe, with another quarter in the rest of continental Europe. Had they remained as immobile for the next seventy years as for the preceding seventy, well over 80 per cent of world Jewry would have come under German control by the end of 1940. If similar mortality rates are assumed for what would then have been a far larger Jewish population, it is unlikely that sufficient Jews would have survived the war for an independent state of Israel to have been a viable entity. The remaining British Palestine would have been ceded to an enlarged kingdom of Jordan, incorporating a small Jewish minority.
In reality, however, today the descendants of the East European Jews dominate world Jewry, and three-quarters of the 13 million Jewish population live in the three principal destinations of the mass migration movement of a century ago -the United Sates, the United Kingdom and Israel. The European Holocaust stands as an eternal reminder of mankind's potential for evil. And while it carries a particular resonance for Jews, its importance is universal. Of more immediate and specific significance for the vast majority of modern-day Jews, however, is the fact that their forebears left Europe in time. 2 The broad contours of this mass migration are quite easily charted. In 1870 the overwhelming majority of European Jewry had lived for many generations in, and adjacent to, what was the former kingdom of Poland. The successive partitions of Poland left around three-quarters in a region that became known as the Pale of Settlement, running along the western fringe of the expanded Russian empire. Other nineteenthcentury border realignments left the rest of these Jews in the Polish provinces of Austria-Hungary and Prussia, with some also in Romania. While the borders moved and the people stayed where they were for the first seventy years of the nineteenth century, the relationship reversed thereafter until 1914. From 1870 onwards, the Jews increasingly left their homes in the small towns and villages in the Pale and moved to Berlin, Lodz, Moscow, Odessa, Warsaw and other fast-growing cities. The immigrants arrived in London and New York as paupers. Yet, far from being a drain on metropolitan rates, their self-sufficiency and economic progress were remarkable. These East European Jews in Britain and America represent the most successful immigrant or ethnic group bar none in the history of both nations.
The impact of these immigrants and their descendants on AngloAmerican civilisation has been immense. From fields as diverse as science
